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Guest editorial/editorial 

Introduction to SI: Homeownership and housing divide in China     

The 2008 global financial and housing crisis has brought housing to 
the forefront of social and economic debates. Meanwhile, rising social 
inequality in the neoliberal era has caused escalating discontents from 
the public, which was epitomized by the global spread of the “Occupy” 
movement. With the rate of homeownership in the U.S. dropping to the 
lowest point since 1965 (63% in 2017) (US Census Bureau, 2018), the 
emergence of ‘generation rent’ (Richard, 2018) and the deteriorating 
housing prospects for low-income people in both developing and de-
veloped countries (Jacobs & Pawson, 2015), homeownership and 
housing inequality, a long-held central concern of social studies, has re- 
energized scholars and policy makers who are determined to under-
stand “the housing question” in the new era. The ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic further exacerbates the deep-seated housing inequalities and 
translates it into health disparities, in which renters and people en-
during overcrowded housing conditions are hit hard. It is in this global 
context that this special issue focuses on homeownership and housing 
inequality in China, where profound social, economic and spatial 
transformations are taking place at unprecedented scales and speeds. 

For decades, China was known for its socialist welfare-oriented 
housing system under which public rental housing was allocated among 
urban residents (In the countryside, there is a different housing system, 
where villagers built their own housing on collectively owned land). 
While China started to experiment with market economy in 1978, 
housing reform did not start until ten years later in 1988; yet real 
changes did not happen until after 1998 when the government an-
nounced the end of welfare housing provision (State Council, 1998). 
With privatization of existing public housing and massive provision of 
private housing mainly in the ownership sector, China has transformed 
itself from a country dominated by public renters to one of the countries 
with the highest rate of homeownership within a very short span of just 
two decades. Today China is a country of homeowners with more than 
90% of households owning homes (87% in urban and 96% in rural 
China) (Clark, Huang, & Yi, 2019). At the same time, more than 20% 
Chinese households own multiple homes, higher than many developed 
nations (Huang et al., 2020). This achievement is particularly im-
pressive and is in sharp contrast to the recent decline of homeownership 
rate in the U.S., Western Europe and other developed countries. 

Meanwhile, China has experienced an unprecedented housing boom 
in recent decades. In the first decade of the 21st century, the number of 
housing units built in China was roughly twice the total stock of 
housing units currently in Spain or the UK, or about the same as Japan's 
current total stock (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2011). Judging from 
the rising average housing area, Chinese households enjoy much better 
and larger housing than before. Per capita residential floor space in 
Chinese cities increased from 4 m2 in 1980s to 22 m2 in 2000 and 40 m2 

in 2018 (NBS, 2018; Yi & Huang, 2014). While it is still far below the 

level in the US, it is on par with many developed countries such as 
Japan and European countries. For the emerging middle class in China, 
it is fair to say that they have achieved the “Chinese Dream” of decent 
housing and homeownership. Yet, it remains largely unclear how China 
achieves such a high rate of homeownership apart from the privatiza-
tion of public housing, in which ways the desire and pursue for 
homeownership contribute to the booming housing market, and what 
are their social and economic implications. 

However, “a decent home for all” remains a distant reality in China, 
owing to the multi-dimensional inequalities behind the overall high 
rate of homeownership (Huang & Li, 2014; Wang & Murie, 2000). 
Millions of urban poor, young adults, and rural-urban migrants con-
tinue to be denied basic housing, and homeownership remains an un-
achievable dream. Many have to live in boxy rooms in crumble shacks, 
low-rises in dusty suburban villages, and tiny dark dorms in bomb 
shelters and basements under glossy apartment buildings (He et al., 
2017; Huang & Yi, 2015; Ma & Xiang, 1998; Wang et al., 2010; Wu, 
2002). Reminiscence of worker insects in a colony and mice in under-
ground cellars, they are called “ant tribe” (yizu) and “mouse tribe” 
(shuzu), respectively. In particular, younger generations, who grow up 
in the reform era and do not have access to housing subsidies, face 
tremendous challenges to attain decent housing and achieve home-
ownership especially in large cities where housing has becomes pro-
hibitively unaffordable. Intergenerational transfer has become indis-
pensable for the lucky few young adults to achieve homeownership (Li 
& Yi, 2007a). Furthermore, with the persistence of the hukou (house-
hold registration) System, millions of migrants continue to be denied 
access to subsidized housing in most cities. Thus despite massive de-
velopment of affordable housing by the government in recent years, 
migrants still have to resort to informal housing at marginalized loca-
tions, forming slum like settlements (Huang & Yi, 2015). Many cities 
even require local household registration for households to purchase 
housing or set strict housing purchase limit for migrants, which pre-
vents better-off migrants to become homeowners (Jia et al., 2018). A 
great many of them thus have to gamble all their savings on extra-legal 
housing built on the collective land, known as small property right 
housing (He et al., 2019). For these disadvantaged groups, home-
ownership and even a decent rental home are beyond their reach. 
Meanwhile, the new nouveaux riches, who are typically multiple- 
homeowners, live in exclusive gated villa communities that are on a par 
with upscale gated communities in the West (Giroir, 2006; He, 2013;  
Huang, 2005; Pow, 2009; Wu, 2005). The rural-urban, intergenera-
tional, and cross-region housing divide in China, alongside the social 
and economic divide, is becoming increasingly complex and alarmingly 
polarized (Huang & Jiang, 2009; Huang & Li, 2014; Logan et al., 1999;  
Sato, 2006), which challenges our perception and understanding of 
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homeownership, housing inequality and its impacts beyond Chinese 
cities. 

This special issue aims to better understand China's unprecedented 
achievement of a homeownership society and its impacts on the 
Chinese society, particularly homeowners' subjective wellbeing/happi-
ness, as well as the growing housing divide and multi-dimensional in-
equalities. This special issue is of theoretical and empirical significance 
for three reasons. First, China's socialist history and recent transition 
towards a market economy create a unique context to study socio-
economic inequality and mobility in general, and homeownership and 
housing divide in particular. With rapid urbanization and massive mi-
gration, uneven regional development, and discriminative institutions 
such as the hukou system, housing divide and social inequality in China 
is multidimensional and complex. In addition to better understanding 
Chinese society, research on China potentially can shed important lights 
on recent housing problems in the West such as rising housing in-
equalities both within and between generations, and between different 
social groups, multiple homeownership and the social-cultural meaning 
of housing, as well as the lack of affordable housing and difficulty in 
achieving homeownership especially among young adults and (im) 
migrants (e.g. Clark, 2019; Forrest & Hirayama, 2015; Forrest & Yip, 
2012; McKee, 2012; Richard, 2018). Thus this special issue can make 
significant theoretical contributions on housing and social inequalities, 
intergenerational transfer and inequality, social mobility, and the so-
cioeconomic implication of housing and homeownership. In particular, 
China's achievement of a homeowner society in contrast to the decline 
of homeownership in other countries has important policy implications. 

Secondly, this special issue offers an up-to-date study of home-
ownership in China at the national level, using a unique large scale 
national survey data. Despite rapid increase in homeownership in 
China, we know relatively little about this process. The relatively re-
centness of this change (in the last two decades) and the lack of good 
national level micro-data with detailed housing information are main 
reasons. There is a small but growing body of literature on housing in 
China. But existing studies on homeownership in China (e.g. Huang, 
2004; Huang & Clark, 2002; Huang & Yi, 2010, 2011; Li, 2000; Li & Li, 
2006; Li & Yi, 2007a, 2007b; Zhang, 2010) tend to use small scale 
surveys and conduct case studies of specific cities. Papers in this special 
issue all utilize the large scale national survey data conducted by China 
Household Finance Survey and Research Center at Southwestern Uni-
versity of Finance and Economics in 2011, 2013, 2015, and 2017. This 
unique survey collects rich housing, income, wealth and assets in-
formation in addition to conventional socioeconomic indicators. In 
particular, this survey collects housing information of not only the 
primary residence but also additional homes (up to six houses/apart-
ments in total) the sampled households have, the latter of which is often 
missing in most surveys. Thus these surveys provide an unprecedented, 
valuable opportunity for scholars to study housing and homeownership, 
and socioeconomic wellbeing, inequality and mobility. 

Finally, this proposed issue is truly multidisciplinary, contributed by 
both established researchers and emerging scholars from geography, 
urban planning, sociology, public policy, family studies, business, 
management and economics. Each paper is collaborative in nature. 
These papers offer a transdisciplinary understanding of homeownership 
in China that links to a number of compelling questions such as urba-
nization and rural-urban migration, urban inequality and social mobi-
lity. Most papers included in this special issue were initially presented 
at “A Decent Home for All: International Symposium on Housing in 
China” hosted in Chengdu in 2018, organized by guest editors. After 
several rounds of revisions and improvements, we are happy to see the 
special issue project that covers two board themes—homeownership 
and happiness, as well as housing inequality and divide, eventually 
comes to fruition, which hopefully will inspire studies on home-
ownership and housing inequalities in China and beyond. 

1. Homeownership and happiness 

The first group of papers addresses homeownership and its im-
plications for subjective wellbeing and happiness (Cheng et al., Huang 
et al., Li and Fan, Zeng et al., Zheng et al., all in this issue). China is now 
a country of homeowners with one of the highest rates of home-
ownership (> 80% of all urban households) and multiple/second home 
ownership (> 20%) in the world. It is especially impressive that China 
has achieved this high rate within a short period of just three decades. 
There has been a decent body of literature devoted to understand 
homeownership in China (e.g. Huang, 2004; Huang & Clark, 2002;  
Huang & Yi, 2010, 2011; Li, 2000; Li & Li, 2006; Li & Yi, 2007a, 2007b;  
Zhang, 2010). Housing reform in China has been anchored on privati-
zation of previously public rental housing through subsidized sales, 
commodification of the housing sector with massive provision of pri-
vate housing, and promotion of homeownership, which have con-
tributed to the rapid increase in homeownership in China (Huang & Li, 
2014). 

In addition to changes in the housing sector, profound changes in 
other economic and social arenas may have also contributed to the rise 
of homeownership. For example, in recent decades, China has experi-
enced tremendous export growth, becoming the “factory of the world”. 
The paper by Zeng et al. in this issue examines whether and how export 
expansion at the county level affect homeownership. They consider 
export expansion as an external shock to household behavior, and find 
it has a negative impact on homeownership and a positive effect on 
housing space per capita. Income inequality, the influx of migrants, and 
housing affordability are possible channels through which export ex-
pansion affects homeownership. In addition, these impacts are more 
significant among households with lower income, younger ages, em-
ployed status, and local hukou. 

While we have a good understanding of homeownership in general, 
we are less clear about the driving forces, processes and outcomes of 
multiple home ownership in China. Resembling their counterparts in 
developed economies, the emerging middle class with higher household 
income and social status are purchasing additional homes to facilitate 
their recreation/leisure consumption, to gain privileged access to edu-
cation and health services, to meet their needs of rising mobility and 
desire for better and larger housing, as well as to invest and accumulate 
wealth. In addition to these financial/material reasons, Huang, Yi and 
Clark (in this issue) argue that institutional and cultural forces are also 
important in explaining the unprecedentedly high rate of multiple 
home ownership in China. Institutionally, they argue that several 
housing programs and practices have encouraged multiple home own-
ership, which include heavy housing subsidies in the reform era 
(through both subsidized sale of housing and Housing Provident Fund, 
a mandatory housing saving account with employer matching and low 
interest mortgage), large scale housing demolition and resettlement and 
significantly improved compensations to displaced households, housing 
purchase regulations that favor households with urban registration, and 
the uneven distribution of superior educational resources and access 
policy that requires homeownership in the catchment zones. Culturally, 
the persistent patrilocal marriage tradition, and homeownership as a 
status symbol and citizenship to access superior public services have 
influenced many households with sons to purchase additional homes. 
The empirical analyses using 2015 CHFS provide strong evidences for 
the institutional and cultural perspective and demonstrate how various 
housing policies and culture in China have unintentionally contributed 
to multiple home ownership. 

Li and Fan also focus on second/multiple homes, and attest to the 
importance of institutional constraints. They aim to understand the 
distribution and usage of second homes in China. According to their 
research, second homes are more common in large cities and in heavily 
urbanized areas, and they tend to be in relative proximity to primary 
homes. Unlike mature housing markets in Western countries where 
second homes are used primarily for leisure and income-generation, 
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second/multiple home in China are mostly vacant, followed by being 
rented out and occupied by relatives, with only small percentages used 
for weekday commuting and leisure. While there are differences be-
tween private and policy-related second homes, they argue that second 
homes' usage is influenced by the household's life cycle and institutional 
constraints more so than leisure pursuit. These two papers on second/ 
multiple homes show that while China may have a similar phenomenon 
of second home ownership as in the West, its underlying dynamics are 
more complex and can be rather different, owing to the distinctive in-
stitutional settings, as well as social-cultural norms and values. 

What does the high rate of homeownership mean to Chinese, 
especially their subjective wellbeing? Are homeowners happier? The 
paper by Zheng et al. attempts to answer this specific question, and not 
surprisingly it shows that homeownership has a positive impact on 
subjective well-being. Moreover, the results are robust to different 
specifications and unaffected by the financial constraints faced by new 
homeowners. This finding has implications for the policymaker to sti-
mulate homeownership rate to promote subjective well-being. 

Homeownership is also the most important means to accumulate 
wealth, especially in China where investment options are limited and 
the stock market has been extremely volatile and has had a poor per-
formance (Carpenter et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2011). Just like home-
ownership, housing wealth affect happiness, as the paper by Cheng 
et al. shows. They find that happiness increases with housing wealth, 
but with diminishing returns to owning a second and third house. 
Higher happiness is also more concentrated among people with larger 
housing wealth. In addition, housing wealth inequality affects happi-
ness with more complexities. An increase in housing wealth inequality 
among individuals of similar backgrounds sends out a signal that people 
could also accumulate housing wealth and thus makes people happier 
up to a threshold. However, once housing wealth inequality passes that 
threshold, it lowers happiness, which is consistent with a jealousy or 
status effect. This research demonstrates the need to curtail extreme 
housing wealth inequality to promote subjective wellbeing. 

2. Housing inequality and divide 

The second group of papers in this issue examines various dimen-
sions of housing inequality and divide in China. Despite decades of 
relative equality in the socialist era, China is becoming one of the 
countries with the highest social inequality. Housing inequality is the 
most visible and salient component of social inequality. In addition to 
spatial and social inequalities, housing inequality in China is also of 
deep institutional roots due to persisting socialist institutions and dis-
criminatory housing policies and programs. 

The paper by Wei et al. assesses the patterns of housing inequalities 
in both homeownership and housing area at a national level, and ex-
amines the mechanism for such patterns. It reveals considerable 
housing inequality between groups with different socio-economic and 
hukou statuses and identifies both individual- and city-level factors 
driving such patterns. For example, people with rural and migrant 
status are disadvantaged in both housing area and homeownership. 
Their paper also reveals that with the deepening of reforms, institu-
tional factors inherited from the socialist era and burgeoning market 
mechanisms intertwined to intensify housing differentiation in transi-
tional urban China. 

The paper by Wang et al. focuses on one of the key dimensions of 
housing inequality: urban-rural inequality. Their research finds not only 
significant urban–rural housing wealth inequality, but also a higher 
housing wealth inequality in rural China than in urban China. They 
believe that the relatively higher marketization of housing in urban 
China helps urban households accelerate their wealth accumulation 
through higher capital gains, thus widen the household wealth gap 
between urban and rural areas. 

Huang, He, Tang and Li focus on one particular vulnerary group: 
involuntarily relocated residents in Chinese cities. Due to urban 

renewal and expansion, there has been a massive forced relocation and 
resettlement in Chinese cities. While forced relocation is conventionally 
associated with poor housing conditions and residential dissatisfaction, 
this research reveals the multifaceted nature of forced relocation and 
provides a more nuanced understanding of this process. They argue that 
forced relocation does not necessarily have a negative effect on re-
sidents' housing conditions and residential satisfaction, and it depends 
on residents' bargaining power for compensation and their housing 
strategies after relocation. The impact of forced relocation also varies 
over time and should be understood as a dynamic process with a time 
sequence. The results also indicate that housing conditions are im-
portant pathways through which compensation can have positive ef-
fects on residential satisfaction. 

Hu et al. focus on another vulnerable group—the elderly—and 
study the role of housing wealth on their consumption behaviors. Using 
multiple years of CHFS, this paper reveals a large urban–rural and re-
gional gap in housing consumption, housing wealth as well as in fi-
nancial wealth, social security and non-housing consumption in China. 
They also find housing wealth exerts limited effects on the urban el-
derly households' consumption behaviors but has significant positive 
effects on the rural elderly households' consumption. In comparison, 
financial wealth and pension have significant impact on non-housing 
consumption, and may offset part of the consumption inequality gen-
erated from annual household income. In particular, an increasing 
pension contributes more to medical and health care consumption for 
the poor households, which demonstrates the need to enhance the so-
cial welfare system to take care of the most vulnerable elderly group. 

Taken together, these nine papers present comprehensive, in-depth, 
up-to-date examinations of the dynamics, inequalities in and the effect 
of homeownership in China, and enable a better understanding of urban 
inequality and socioeconomic mobility in Chinese cities and beyond. 
Although this special issue focuses on China, it certainly contributes to 
the wider literature and appeals to international readership from at 
least two aspects. Departing from a recent history of massive privati-
zation of public housing, the relatively high homeownership rate and 
the exacerbated housing inequality in China are highly relevant to a 
large number of post-socialist countries that share a similar trajectory of 
shifting housing tenure structure. The classic market transition debate 
(Bian & Logan, 1996; Nee, 1989; Szelenyi and Kostello, 1996) remains a 
useful conceptual prism to scrutinize the changing dynamics of housing 
inequality and differentiation in transitional economies in various 
contexts. Papers included in this special issue enrich this debate. In 
addition, addressing the pressing issue of housing inequality, especially 
the housing choices of the disadvantaged groups, e.g. migrants, dis-
located residents and the elderly, this special issue connects the unequal 
housing outcomes with broader issues of urban livelihood, subjective 
wellbeing, residential satisfaction, and the welfare system, with which 
international readers will certainly find resonance. 
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